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ew Hampshire’s recent history has been one of economic strength. For years, the state has maintained
a high national ranking on median personal, family,
and household income and a low national ranking on persons living in poverty.1 Analyses in this report suggest that
New Hampshire continues to fare well economically, both
in relation to the nation as a whole and in relation to other
states in New England. Labor force participation is high, job
growth is positive, and workers’ wages are on the rise.
But recent developments point to growing disparities in
the state. Young workers appear to be losing ground in the
paid labor force, jobs in manufacturing and select serviceproviding industries continue to decline, and wage inequality is on the rise. These trends suggest New Hampshire needs
to explore strategies to strengthen the education and training
of workers with lower education and fewer skills, and to address the needs of young workers in the state. In the summer
of 2006, the Annie Casey Foundation released its Kids Count
reports on child well-being across the country. The state experienced a rise in both child poverty and in the number of
families without a full-time worker.2 Other studies indicate
that income inequality is growing in the state.3 These findings are consistent with the trends reported below, and show
that low and moderate income families in New Hampshire
may face growing challenges in the globalizing economy.
This brief highlights these and other trends related to the
economic and workforce characteristics of New Hampshire’s
workers. It is produced in cooperation—and its release coincides—with the Economic Policy Institute’s (EPI) national
report, The State of Working America 2005/2006.4

Labor Force Participation is High, but New
Hampshire’s Youngest Workers See a Decline
Overall, New Hampshire had a 71 percent labor force
participation rate in 2005. Labor force participation in the
state compares favorably with the national average and other
states in the region. In 2005, the state’s labor force participation rate was higher than both the national participation rate
(66 percent) and the rate of any other New England state.

Next to Vermont, the state also had the lowest unemployment rates and underemployment rates in the region.5
New Hampshire’s workforce participation rates have been
declining since 2000, when participation stood at 73 percent.
The overall decline in workforce participation was largely
caused by the decline in young adults’ labor force participation over this time period. Between 2000 and 2005, there was
a decline in the percentage of 16 to 24 year olds participating
in the labor force (from 75 percent to 67 percent). This could
be related to enrollment at institutions of higher education.
But there were also increases in unemployment (from 7 percent to 9 percent) and underemployment (from 12 percent to
16 percent) for this age cohort between 2000 and 2005.

Positive Job Growth, But Losses in Certain Sectors
Between 2000 and 2005, New Hampshire’s nonfarm employment grew by approximately 13,000 jobs, a 2 percent
increase.6 The increase mirrored job growth in Vermont and
exceeded job growth in the other New England states over
the same period (with the exception of Rhode Island at 3
percent). New Hampshire’s employment growth also outpaced national growth over the same five-year time period.
Most recently, job growth in the state trailed national
figures. Between 2004 and 2005, job growth in the state
was slightly below the national average (1.2 percent in New
Hampshire compared to 1.5 percent nationally). National job
growth exceeded job growth in all six New England states
over this time period.
Job growth was uneven across New Hampshire’s counties.
While data is not yet available for all four quarters of 2005,
Table 1 shows that the greatest job growth between 2000 and
2004 occurred in Carroll County. Next to Grafton County,
this county also had the second greatest growth in wages
over these four years. Four counties experienced a loss of
jobs; two of these counties also had wage growth that was
below the state figure of 12 percent.
Between 2000 and 2005, the most significant job growth
in the state occurred in construction (employment up 19
percent), education and health services (up 17 percent), and
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Steady Growth in Workers’ Wages Confounded by
Increases in Inequality
New Hampshire workers’ median hourly wage was $15.93
in 2005. This was higher than the national figure ($14.28).7
It represents 7 percent growth in the median wage since
2000, outpacing growth in all other New England states over
the same time period. New Hampshire median wages have
trailed New England’s since 1979. In 2005, however, the state
median wage surpassed the regional figure.
There has been a general pattern of growth in the median
wage over the past two decades, with some losses in the
early and mid-1990s. By and large, median wages in the state
have remained above their 1979 level, with the exception of
about four years in the early 1980s. Furthermore, while wage
growth slowed in the nation in the late 1990s, wage growth
in New England and in New Hampshire continued its steady
ascent through 2003.
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financial activities (up 15 percent). Over the five-year time
period, these three industries added approximately 23,600
jobs to the state economy. Growth in five other industries
added another 17,900 jobs between 2000 and 2005, for a
total gain of approximately 41,500 jobs in the state.
In contrast, over the same five-year period, a substantial
number of jobs were lost in manufacturing, transportation and utilities, information, and other services. These
losses contributed to the decline of 28,000 New Hampshire
jobs between 2000 and 2005. This was not unique to New
Hampshire; all New England states experienced considerable
drops in manufacturing and information jobs over this time
period. At the national level, employment in manufacturing
declined 18 percent and information dropped by 16 percent.
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Figure 2. Median Wages in New Hampshire, New England, and the
United States, 1979–2005 (in 2005 Dollars)
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But median wages conceal inequalities in wage growth for
workers across the earnings spectrum. High wage workers
have experienced the most substantial growth in wages since
1979, with wages increasing 43 percent for these workers.8
In comparison, low wage workers have experienced only 21
percent growth in their wages over the same time period.
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Figure 3. Growth in Hourly Wages in New Hampshire, 1979–2005
(in 2005 Dollars), Relative to 1979=100
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In 2005, 16 percent of workers in New Hampshire earned
a wage that fell below the poverty level.9 This reflects a slight
increase in recent years from 15 percent in 2003. Nonetheless, the state maintains the lowest percentage of povertylevel workers among all New England states and falls well
below the national figure of 24 percent.

New Hampshire Labor Force Is Well Educated
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New Hampshire maintains a well-educated labor force.
In 2005, over one-third of the workforce had a four-year
college degree and well over 60 percent had at least some
college education. In New England, only Massachusetts and
Connecticut have greater percentages of college-educated
workers (40 percent and 36 percent, respectively). Compared
to the national figure, there is a greater prevalence of fouryear college graduates in the labor force in all New England
states. Twenty-nine percent of the national labor force has a
college degree.
This reflects a twenty-year trend of increasing educational
attainment among the state’s workforce. Since 1986, a growing share of the workforce has held four-year college degrees.
Over the same period, the share of the labor force with a
high school degree or less decreased.

Figure 4. Education of New Hampshire’s Workforce, 1979–2005
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Increasing Rewards for Workers with Higher
Education
There has been a corresponding increase in median wages
for college-educated workers. Figure 5 shows that collegeeducated workers’ wages have increased 48 percent since
1979.
Workers with less than a college degree have seen less
growth in their wages, ranging from 18 percent for workers with some college education to 20 percent for workers
with a high school degree. Wage growth patterns for these
two groups of workers have remained similar since the early
1990s.

Female Wages Trend Steadily Upward
Compared to the other five New England states, New
Hampshire performs relatively well on measures of gender
equity. Second only to Vermont, the state had a high female
labor force participation rate (65 percent) and a low female
unemployment rate (4 percent) in 2005. Thirty-five percent
of female workers worked part-time, the lowest percentage
of any New England state but higher than the national figure
of 30 percent.
Among male workers, the state had the highest male labor
force participation rate (78 percent) and the lowest male
unemployment rate (4 percent) in the region. About one in
six male workers were employed part-time, again the lowest
in New England and equal to the national figure.
Women workers in New Hampshire benefited from the
highest growth rate in median wages in the New England
region (15 percent). Growth in women’s median wages in the
state has been positive over the last two decades, outpacing
men’s wage growth (see Figure 6). Yet female workers still
earned about 80¢ for every dollar earned by men in New
Hampshire. In New England, only Connecticut had a lower
female-to-male earnings ratio (76 percent).

Conclusion
On the whole, New Hampshire’s history of economic prosperity and growth continues today. Labor force participation
remains high relative to the national average and other New
England states, while the state maintains moderate positive
growth in jobs and wages. New Hampshire’s labor force is
increasingly well-educated and the state’s working women
continue to make positive gains. This can all be interpreted
as good news for workers and their families in the Granite
State.
But other specific trends that are emerging in the state
may be worrisome to New Hampshire policymakers. Declines in labor force participation among the state’s youngest
workers and growing wage inequality, particularly across
levels of educational attainment, suggest that many workers’

Figure 5. Growth in Hourly Wages by Education in New
Hampshire, 1979–2005 (in 2005 Dollars), Relative to 1979=100
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economic well-being will increasingly depend on their workforce preparation. The state has an interest in maintaining
its highly educated workforce to enhance the economic and
social well-being of workers, families, and the state.
New Hampshire also has an interest in facilitating opportunity for workers interested in advanced training and
education. It is therefore troubling that the cost of higher
education in New Hampshire is among the highest in the
nation.10 Development of the workforce will require investments in training and higher education. In particular, policy
should be attentive to high costs associated with enrolling in
educational programs and enhancing accessibility of higher
education to workers in the state.
Trends through 2005 suggest that, by and large, New
Hampshire has seen continued progress for workers in the
state. This good news must be balanced by concern about
recent developments in wage inequality and labor force
participation in the state. Effective policy measures could
address workforce development before the state experiences continued income inequality. Taking recent trends
as forewarnings, policymakers may use this time to New
Hampshire’s benefit to guard against further cleavages in the
labor market and workers’ wages.
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Figure 6. Male and Female Wages in New Hampshire, 1979-2005
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Interpreting the Female-to-Male Earnings
Ratio
The female-to-male earnings ratio is a measure that is
commonly used to gauge the earnings gap between
female and male workers. The ratio is computed by
dividing the female median wage by the male median
wage. It is commonly interpreted as the amount of
money women earn for every dollar earned by men.
For example, a female-to-male earnings ratio of 0.80
means that, on average, working women earn 80¢ for
every dollar earned by working men.
There is greater equity in women’s and men’s median
wages as the earnings ratio gets closer to $1.00. In
other words, women appear to be better off in states
with a higher earnings ratio because there is less
inequality in wages.
But the earnings ratio should be interpreted with
caution because it is also a measure of the strength of
male wages. The earnings ratio tends to increase during periods when male wages decline, even without
an increase in female wages. Thus, women appear to
fare better even without an increase in their average
wages. Similarly, women appear to fare worse in states
or during periods when male wages are strong, even
though women’s average wages may be quite high.
The conclusion is that a narrowing gap between female
and male wages is good news only if it reflects growth
in female wages without an accompanying drop in
male wages.
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